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Rainfall Simulator Demonstrates Power 
of Healthy Soil at Pasture Field Day 
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With fields already saturated and more 

rainfall imminent, a dedicated contingent of 

livestock owners and grazing land managers 

gathered in Blythewood for the Richland 

SWCDôs first Pasture Field Day in the 

Twenty-five Mile Creek Watershed on 

September 29, 2015.  During the course of 

the day, 64 participants learned about 

mobile fencing options and troubleshooting 

from Clemsonôs Dr. John Andrae, weed ID 

and management from Extension Agent 

Travis Mitchell, and grazing management 

and soil health from NRCS Agronomist 

Gordon Mikell and 

Grazing Specialist Jill 

Epley. 

 

One of the highlights of the 

field day was a rainfall 

simulation by the SC 

Grazing Lands Coalition 

(SCGLC).  SCGLC  is an 

organization of SC groups 

and individuals interested 

in addressing resource 

management concerns on 

grazing lands.  Members 

include livestock 

associations, academic and cooperative 

extension programs, state and federal 

agricultural agencies, conservation 

organizations, farmers, and others.  Through 

a recent Conservation Innovation Grant,  

the SCGLC received a trailered rainfall 

simulator which provides a powerful 

demonstration of how grazing management 

affects soil health.   

 

During the simulation, trays of soil from 

fields and pastures managed in different 

ways (overgrazed, rotationally-grazed, cover

-cropped, tilled, etc.) are subjected to a 

simulated rainstorm by a carefully-calibrated 

overhead sprinkler.  When the rainfall hits 

the soil trays, some of the water runs off 

over the soilôs surface, causing erosion and 

carrying away nutrients and sediment, while 

some of the water soaks into, or ñinfiltrates,ò 

the soil.  Better pasture management and 

conservation practices like cover cropping 

and reduced tillage increase the amount of 

water that infiltrates the soil while 

decreasing the amount that runs off over the 

soilôs surface.  This increases a crop or 

pastureôs drought tolerance and profitability 

while protecting water quality.     

 

ñIt was great to get our attention with the 

rainfall simulator,ò said one field day 

participant.  ñSeeing is believing!  Donôt 

overgraze if you donôt want to lose your 

soil!ò  For more information about grazing 

management, contact your local Extension 

Agent or NRCS Conservationist.   

Arbor Day at Catawba 

Trail Elementary School 
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Soil Health Field Day at Carter Farms 

ñWhose idea was it to have a field day on the coldest day of 

the year?ò  We asked each other this question in jest as we 

set up for the Soil Health Field Day at Jason Carterôs farm in 

Eastover on January 19th.  It was 16Á on the farm at 

daybreak, and the soil samples for the rainfall simulator were 

frozen in their pans.  ñOnly the true cover-croppers will show 

up,ò Carter warned, cranking up a propane heater and 

arranging the soil pans in a huddle around it to thaw.   

 

Our fears were allayed as participants began to arrive; by 

show-time, more than 100 people were present to hear the 

latest in soil health research and practice from SCôs All-Star 

Soil Health Team.  The Team consists of farmers, including 

Carter and Commissioner Carl Coleman, both of whom are 

serving terms as National Soil Health Champions; research 

scientists, including Clemsonôs Dr. Dara Park and USCôs Dr. 

Robin ñBuzò Kloot; NRCS Conservation Agronomist 

Gordon Mikell; and the SCDNR/SCGLC Rainfall Simulation 

Facilitators.   

 

Throughout the course of the day, the Team presented results 

from several local research and demonstration projects which 

have provided new information about how SCôs coastal 

plains soils respond to soil health practices.  With multi-

species cover crops and reduced tillage, farmers have been 

able to park their subsoilers; cut their phosphorous, 

potassium,  nitrogen, and lime applications (in some cases, 

completely); and reduce their use of pesticides and 

fungicides.   Soils are healthier, crops are more drought-

resistant and resilient, and, in some cases, fields have 

become more profitable.  

 

ñCover crops beat steel,ò Kloot said, referring to the 

advantages a soil-conscious farm management system that 

includes cover cropping and reduced tillage has over plows, 

disks, and harrows.  ñWe cannot solve our problems with 

steel.ò  To build the kinds of healthy soils that lead to 

healthy, resilient crops and economies, we must learn to 

work with nature, not against it.   

 

For more information about soil health and the research 

findings presented during the field day, join the Carolina 

Cover Crop Connection on Facebook at 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 

carolinacovercropconnection/ or visit NRCSôs Soil Health 

site at http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/ 

national/soils/health/.   

Top:  Dr. Buz Kloot emphasizes the importance of 

considering the nutrients available in the full soil profile, 

not just in the top six inches of soil, when making fertility 

decisions.  Center:  Dr. Dara Park and a student explain 

how to prepare soil samples to measure electrical 

conductivity.  Bottom:  Eastover farmer Jason Carter 

(right) and NRCS Agronomist Gordon Mikell describe the 

equipment used to manage cover crops on Carterôs farm.   
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